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SURPRISE AND MASKIROVKA IN CONTEMPORARY WAR

The Soviets firmly believe that the nature, means, and

potential impact of surprise arid maskirovka evolve in consonance

with changing conditions and changing times. This conviction is

consistent, with, if not an inevitable product of, their

dial+ctical view of history. Changes in national attitudes

(political, social) and mores, although difficult to measure, are

part of the dialectical process. They determine impact and

irnflu -ence the atmosphere in which surprise and maskirovka are

ernployed. More easilv understood is the effect that changing

te( chnology has can prospects of achieving surprise. It is in this

area that the potential effects of maskirovka's future use have

boen nos t. pronounc'ed.

The introduction of new weapons systems, nuclear weapons,

computer technology, and a w ide variety of technological

rinovat ions has confronted ii i l.ary planners with new problems.

Th- Soviets cfr'tainly consider pert. inent to the modern era the

ha.sic intent, method, technique, and perhaps the basic principles

of sur-prise- and maskirovlia derived from a study of experi ence.

The,.se has I ,s rnust, however, be constantly and careful ly

r e ,nis idter-ed in t.he light, of technological change, t o ensure

h ,i r (,()t I inued appl i cabi I i ty i r (ontemporary or fut ure w;ar.

P() -ta- w r i, i rigs had i rd icat-ed that t he Sov i e s have sought to
0

k, 'p al;r'fsl, of t hose (,hanges. - 4

By~________
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Recent. Soviet writings on surprise originate from Soviet

research on the nature of the "initial period of war", in

particular S. P. Ivanov.'s landmark study of 1974.2 Subsequent

Soviet military theorists have elaborated upon Ivanov's seminal

work and have reached the following conclusions regarding the

initial period of war:

- the tendency for the massive use of new
means of armed struggle to have increasing
importance in the initial period of war.

- the tendency for the results of the
initial period to have increasing influence
over the subsequent. course of hostilities.

- the tendency for Lhe scale of military

operations to increase.

- t he tpndency for hoth s ides to use
surprise as the most. important factor.

- the tendency for the initial period to
shorten as a result of improved weaponry.

- the tendency for the role of maneuver to
increase in importance.

As a rpsult of Tvanov's and other theorists' work, the

Sovit et.. now have a better understanding of the nature and dangers

ofr the Initial p riod of war and the role of deception in it. M.

N. Kir ian has asserted:

The experience of the Second World War underscores
the tendency for the initial period of war to shorten.

T a]so underscores the tendency for an increased
scale and dec isiveness of combat operations, and the
(,1.sir's of warring sides to achieve considerable
result.s in the initial peri()d of war in order to be
able to o xer,-ise greater influence over the future
( 'oUr5s of war.

From the experiences of earlier wa s, it is clear
that up to this time r(o on(,e has fully a(-hieved victory

v,- r the enemy in the i i i a [period. Hcwever, the

presence of nuc lear we' pori airid large groupings of

2



armed forces located in Ra high state of readiness, in
he k-asp of the i r- sur-pr so us e at, the pr-esent t, ime , as

in rio earlI ier' time, per-mi ts one to achieve in the very
lhegiring of' war- those results which have a decisive

rif I uenc-e on t he course ari even outcome of war. 4

Ila\. I rig stuId ie ot the 'hanig ing riature of war in its initial

phasesI K i r ' ati poriler-ed t he role, of surpri se in this new co~ntext

anrd riot ed th;at ric lear' %wteaporis touid be used either at the

beg Lini rig or- dur inrg the ('o)urs' of a war . Whether' or riot such

reIl S W H wre u ASef d

The aggres--sor- tx i x to ileash war- by surpr i se . Ti
Lb 1 s regard L he development of' the means For ach iev ingi
strategic surprise is allotted e xceptionally great
ait Len 1 on . The expe r ience o)f war' has demornstr-a i ed tha t
t he aggr'esso r ,i oleash i rig war by surpri se , usual I y
;ioh i p% e s ('o)ils i eCrah Ie success . 5,

N ii r an qua]I i r i ed t-h is statePment by riot ing el sewhere t hat, "The

(1ev e-l opment of the technical means of' reconna issanc'e [ such as

radu-CI ct.n'ri cmake~s the achieve,-ment_ of sur-pr se di ff iCu 1 . '6

(7onsequentlIy , hp empha si zed the impotLance of careful p1 ann in.Lg

arid w.ecut. ion ()f miask irovlka measures to capittal ive on suLr'pri se at

alIlees fwa.Other- writers have notLed t-hat the gr'ow inrg

comle itvand number ofr :oil eelion means have pr-oduced a

\.ofr i table floo 0( f inrformat i on which, if not, processed

of I'i i ent ly, can i tso I f -ause co(n fusion and contribute to

d(ICC pJt i tin.

Thfour'e i cal discuss ion,, ',orerrni ng the natur-e of war have-

n Loris i fi ed Sov ie t. c'one rn for deco ption and deepened Sex i elt

ijniior-st aind i rig of the iport ance and complexity of mask iroxka

moaur's ncessary to LIahie he on t~ical element of surpr' ise i

:3



Contemporary Soviet theorists accord surprise a dominant

position in the litany of the principals of war, describing it

as: " unexpected action which leads to the achievement of success

in battle, operations and war.' 7 Surprise, an exploitable and

potentially decisive factor at all levels of war, ".consists of

the selection of time, methods, and means of combat actions which

permit the delivery of a blow when the enemy is least prepared to

repulse it in order to paralyze his will for organized

resistance."& Surprise accords a force an advantage which, along

with the exploitation of other factors, can produce victory. The

stated prerequisites for achieving surprise today echo earlier

prescriptions for success. Specifically, surprise is achieved

by:

- misleading the enemy as to one's intentions

[disinformation]

- maintaining the secrecy of one's own plans

- hiding combat preparations

- the use of new weapons, techniques, and forms of combat

- correct choice of the direction of the main blow and
correct timing for its delivery

- unexpected air, artillery, and armor attacks and the
surprise use of all types of forces

- rapid maneuver and the decisive actions that
forestall enemy response and countermeasures

- conduct o~f fraudulent actions and deception
[dummies, false installations, etc.]

- skillful use of terrain, weather, time of year, and
season.9

Maskirovka, in its broadest definition, directly applies to five

4



of these- nine prc-scribed measures and tangentially affects the

success of all. The tone of these means remains markedly

nvent iona 1 and traditional.

The Soviets cite three prerequisites for the conduct of

suc, ssful maskirovka and the achievement of surprise. First,

planuning secrecy is essential arid particularly challenging, since

t ime constraints on contemporary operations rule out reliance on

the time! ,on.suming process of sequential planning. Today most

o)ffens~e planning must be simultaneous, making secrecy and

.rit ro] of information more critical. To this end, the Soviets

pci more heaxily on automation of planning and command and

o nttr-) . Second, as in the past, successful offensive action

r .€Ares secret assembly and -on(entration of forces and masking

of main attack directions. Last, in a period of increased weapon

lethality (non-nuclear as well as nuclear) maskirovka measures

are necessary to assure reasonable survivability of forces, prior

to and during combat.

To achieve these prerequisites, Soviet theorists recommend

OMflplovmnt. of a variety of combat-tested means. Communications

dis(ipline contributes to planning security and secrecy during

the ierat.ion, and also pro-vides a basis for communications

d(opt ion prior to and dur ing the operation. The nature of

c(ommand ard cont ro] structures should also be concealed before

and durirg war. 10 This requires masking the initial organization

(of attacking forces, providing security of command and control

p)st s, and concealing regroupmint of forces during an operation.



Skillful use of demonstr'ations, simulations, arid diversionaiv-

attacks on false and secondary directions are essential to

c-onfuse enemy initell igence regard ing the real at tack sector.

Disinformation of all types provides the atmosphere for

successful develIoptpent. oif the mask irovka p lan at al1l levels.

Di s informaL ~ioni should play on, enemy preconceptions of one's own

force,, mihods, of at tack, arid offensive intentioris. In general,

di sitifor-mat ion af feclts the i-remy- psychologicallyv arid condition~s

himi in anitic-ipationi to he ing SUrf'l-ised , as the Egyptiaris

demonstrated it, 1973). Tn partmicular, disinformation in service

oif a spf'('ific plan ('an help conceal intent, timing, location, and

the sleof an offensive.

In a pract ic(a 1 'ontemporary sense these. judgmnenis tranislate

rito( a ide range of maskir'ovka practices the So- i et~s are likely

to emp)1 0 pri or to or during any futuore conflict. The Soviets

have alwayvs been adroit. at. the game of pol itic ai decept in,

p~articu'Llarly, the use iuf disinformation to exact polit ical gain".

In a potential nuclear context, the political aspect. assumes-'

greator, mpoct ance, especiall1y against an oppos inrg coalit toil

whose mtembe rs l ack a de f inri te consensus . Pr'e-war decepti on

e~ffort's willI inc lude sophist icated p01 it.ic'al efforts to create

falt S impre-s ons, regard inrg So\ iet, intent-, to exploit. dissension

t, b i rn t he oppos i i i on , arnd t o weaken the oppos i ng coa I i t i orl

These measu res w il c -on tinue i nto the in it ialI s tages o f war.

Sov ie t p~re- hos t i I i t Ny force pos it ion ing anid selIec t ion o f ml i1 i t arv

o1ic t'i yes- will alIso seek to d iv ide the ir enem ies po I i t ica. lya



well as ultimately defeat them militarily.

The Soviets will exploit enemy stereotypes regarding their

likely manner of initiating hostilities by encouraging their

enemy to believe that full mobilization of the massive Soviet

military and economic structure for war is necessary and will

require an extensive time period, during which any opponent can

marshal adequate defensive forces. Meanwhile the Soviets

continue to streamline their warmaking machinery and prepare for

rapid, paralyzing initial operations which seek to deny the enemy

the will, if not the means, to resist. In this regard, the

Soviets have drawn heavily on those experiences that involved

surprise, surgical strikes which either accomplished or came near

to accomplishing the desired goal: (the low countries, 1940;

Russia, 1941; Vistula-Oder, 1945; Manchuria, 1945). As they did

in 1939 against Japan and against Germany and Japan in 1944 and

1945, the Soviets will encourage and exploit enemy stereotypes

regarding how they operate in war and will seek to take advantage

of those stereotypes to surprise and gain advantage over their

opponent.

The Soviets continue to recommend use of new operational and

tactical methods not anticipated by the enemy. Such methods

capitalize on enemy misconceptions and stereotypical views of the

Soviets and imply thorough study by the Soviets of how their

oplponents view them. In a specific sense, the Soviet approach

requires careful study of techniques suited to each and every

offensive situation and selection of those which are both useful

7



and unconventional (such as Soviet exploitation of the Japanese

stereotypical view of the Soviets in the Manchurian operation).

The ever-present threat of resort to nuclear weapons has

compelled the Soviets to re-address the nature of deception prior

to and during the initial period of war. This means, in

particular, the use of measures to lessen the importance of

traditional indicators of impending war, particularly

mobilization. In the Soviet view, mobilization means war, almost

in the sense that it did in 1914. Therefore, they have examined

measures to prepare forces for war without resort to large-scale

pre1 imi nary mobilization. These measures include provision for

rapid, secret, selective pre-war mobilization using a variety of

npw technical means to r'eirifor-e Forward-deployed forces,

including air-, tank transporters, or more imaginative use of rail

Observatiion of NATO practices indicates the potential for

forward stocking of unit equipment that can be quickly manned in

a pre-war pe-riod by hastily and secretly transported forces.

This technique, combined with a Soviet propensity for retaining

o)] d-en e-quipment. in theater after its replacement w ith newer

Vr ions, provides but one means For avoiding the massive

movenient. o)f manpower and equipment forward on the eve of war.

The, Soviet. system, often used in the past, to generatf new units

From exist. ing onit.s b,; use of pre-positioned cadtre and weapons,

can als o marginally increase forward deployed forces without

rc-,ort to classi mohil zat. i, r itid massive movemnts. ligh



1)ea('et.ime mannin.g levels wit.hin major headquarters can similarly

provide required headquarters personnel for newly created major

headquart.ers to command and ('ontrol the expanded wartime force.

All of these measures can generate requisite Soviet force

superiorities at the desired times and )laces during in the

initi al period of war, particularly in a war begun after only

I init d preparation time. Tn this regard, the Soviets have

'oric'1uded that to achieve the required force superiority it is

generally rnecessary to inrcrease initial wartime force levels by

bet lween 50 arid 100 percent. before hostilities and to mask at

eas-;t. 50 pjercerlt (of that in(crease.12 As preparation times

d(,crease, this reinforcement requirement also proportionality

The Soy iet.s have long understood the necessity for masking

a(ctual wartime force configurations, as well as strength. Hence,

it is likely that the peacetime structure serves both

administrative furictions arid the function of maskirovka. By

shifting force subordination on a geographical and functional

basis, a more useful and streamlined wartime organization will

fmer'ge. This organization will be somewhat larger than its

peaco t.ime predecessor and will be tailored to conduct. wartime

,p)erat.i oris in concert with Soviet, views on the nature of initial

offens ive operations.

The requirements of wartime maskirovka dictate that the

peacetimc, stru(ture, itself periodically change to reflect

"V)1v l irig Soviet force str'u(tture - bt riot enough to raise doubt

9



in the minds of enemy concerning its wartime appearance. For

example, many Western observers believe the 19 di,.ision- and five

army-Group of Soviet Forces, Girman. (GSFG) would produce a

single wartime front (figure 1). Study of past Soviet maskirovka

practice- indicates that such a force, with resubo~rdination of

units on a more rational geographical and functional basis and

with minimal reinforcement, could actually form two fronts of at

least three armies each (four armies each if some Warsaw Pact

alli es are added) (figure 2). With more extensive use of

existing pre-positioned equipment and imaginative pre-hostility

reinfotrcenient, this two front. force could add significant

strength. In either case the Soviets would be far better able to

achieve requisite force superiorities, in particular for an

attack after more limited preparation time, against a less well

prepared enemy coalit ion.

Thus, the changing nature of war has forced the Soviet.s to

combine ne-w maskirovka techniques at the strategic level with

time-test.ed experiences that have riot, lost their current

appI icabi I i t..v

Certainly modern techriology has had an impact on decepti )n

on lower levels as well. To the traditional means of maskirovka

such as masking, camouflage, radio ,iecept.ion, feints,

demonstrat ions, and disinformation, have been added the more

tf-chniical means of opt i cal , radio-technical , sound, hydro-

10
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acoustic, and radio deception measures--each with a well-defined

function and role in the overall deception of the enemy.

All of these maskirovka means, and others, vary with the

nature and conditions of the area of operations and are

interdependent. Above all, the means must be suited to the end.

What is undisputed is the importance of these measures in

contemporary combat, for "in contemporary conditions the huge

destructive power of weaponry so increases the importance of

surprise in armed struggle that its achievement can not only

secure successful resolution of assigned missions, but in certain

conditions can also decide the outcome of the operation."1 3

Throughout the Soviet military experience there has been a

basic continuity in treatment of military surprise arid

maskirovka. Certainly Soviet intent to use maskirovka to achieve

surprise has remained a constant. Lenin's remonstrances that,

"in warfare one does not inform the foe when an attack will

occur," and, "one must try to catch the enemy unaware and seize

the moment when his troops are scattered," seem to epitomize

Soviet concerns for maskirovka.14 The Soviets have long

understood the inter-relationship of political (peacetime) and

wartime deception, an understanding only heightened by recent

studies of the initial period of war.

Soviet. study and conduct of maskirovka have been

characterized by emphasis of practical measures, and much of

their experience has focused on determining what can

realistically be achieved in war by maskirovka. rather than what

13



might be achieved as the ideal. Study goes on today with

inc reased intensity, driven by the firm belief that "the role and

importance of operational maskirovka measures in contemporary

('ondit ions have grown considerably." Consequently "the problem

has an except ionally great practical significance, and its future

the)retiral elaboration is one of the actual missions of Soviet

fi ti- ary s(cience.

14
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